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Casper: A Nest of Boxes

Leonard Casper
,

A NEST OF BOXES
< .

P

with a shiver although there was a warm
. Gulf breeze from the souilie~t. She had been dreaming;
quickly she looked beside her arid was reassured. Lazar
was lying there, o~ his back; he was not out with another woman;
he would never be out with another woman again. Now she could
be sure, because she saw the large triangle of glass propped against
his arm, between them like a sword, and remembered: it had.
hJppened.
She lifted her swpllen legs slowly out of bed. It ~~ still an hour
until dawn. Yet down in the street she heard the- monotonous
call of the old peddler as he walked by: ",Sombreros! ,Sombreros
para la sombra!" Four blocks away the Guadalupe buses were .
sleepwalking toward the heart of San Antonio. It was incredible
that there should be anyone on the streets already. But there he
was. "Sombreros." And she could see him now from the narrow
window, with his ten hats piled one on top of another on his head.
He was dangerous.
A N A WOK E
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He's in the way, Pan thought; in the shadow. I'll get out while
it's still quiet.
She pulled down Lazar's lids over his staring eyes while she
dressed quickly, remembering another morning three centuries
ago, when she had fled with him &om Baton Rouge.
"The auditors are going to check the books tomorrow/' $he
told Lazar. "What'll we dol"
"How much we got so farl"
"Twenty thousand:'
"We should have twice as much. Herzog isn't even suspicious.
A nother six months:'
"Tomorrow, honey!"
"Relax:'
Pan was trembling; she needed to relax. She had been panicky
~ then and hadn't been able to get over it, until last night, for one
moment, in anger. And now it WQuid still go on. She had wed
Lazar in secret, she had stolen &om Herzog Expressways in
secret, they had run away in secret. Then months of hiding, at
first with Lazar and then alone.
"] can't stand this holing uP/' he said. "] gotta get out:'
"What about me?"
"Tlje cops.are after you, not me.] need air:'
"What about me?"
"A guy can hide only so long, then it gets him:'
"What about me?"
She had her bag packed already. She didn't know where Lazar
had put the money: she had never asked, had always trusted him,
had asked only that he stick with her and be faithful. She had
stolen the money only for him, so that they could go away
together.
Without thinking, she made up the bed hastily with Lazar still
in it, pulling the sheets up over his face and tucking in the comers.
Then she ran on tiptoe over to the door. It was lockedl
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It's always locked, she thought desperately. Where does he
keep the key?
Pan felt snow melt beneath her feet and reharden. She was gasping. At last she freed herself from panic and went over to the chest
of drawers. When she pulled out the top drawer, all the others
opened, too; but none of them opened wide lenough for her to
look inside. She could only run her hands, broken at the wrist,
along the inside. The top three drawers were completely empty,
except for the old newspapers that lined them. Her fingertips felt
so sensitive that she was sure she could read with them. There was
a story with a Baton Rouge date line: "Herzog finally reveals
shortage to police; still refuses to believe missing cashier absconded."
No: she forced her mind back to the present, knelt, and thrust
her slender arm into the bottom drawer. just as suddenly she
pulled back, scraping the skin off her arm. Spider.I She stood up
and looked at her hand; there was nothing there. Still she could
feel the slow, triumphant march of the spider legs over her body,
until she wanted to scream but couldn't. She wanted to scream
but shouldn't. She wanted to scream.
Pan shivered and woke up. A slight wind was twisting the hair
on her arms and she.thought she could smell the Union stockyards
where now another steer now would be now slaughtered, the·
blows falling regularly like a hammer in a clock striking the hours
and the smell like a body decomposed. She shook herself awake
and looked beside her. Lazar hadn't come in yet; the sheJts were
undisturbed.
At first she was glad. "I'm not capable of murder," she said
aloud to herself; "nor of robbery. Any minute now I'll wake up
and be back at Herzog's, drowsing on my arms in the hot office."
Then she disbelieved and, throwing her swollen legs out of bed,
she ran clumsily over to the door that connected with the adjoining Hat. Quickly she knelt down and put her eye to the keyhole.
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It startled her to see an eye on the other side of the doorl She drew
back with a gasp. They were watching her; they wanted to tum
her ovet to the police. Well, let theml
Lazar laughed behind her back. Pan knew it was he without
turning; he had come in while she was spying. Instead, she ran,
still crouching, over to the door by whicl). he had entered and
shook it. He had locked it againl That was why he was laughing.
She wouldn't face him. She loved him, and if she saw him, she
might forget that she hated him. No, it was being shut up that
she hated. Only.by manipulation could she keep her sanity, shut
up all this time: she listened to the Guadalupe buses first with one
ear, then with the other. She tried to calm herself by looking at
her fingernails. His face was in their shining red surfaces, like
the other half of the moon. But when she turned her hand to hold
him, he slipped away.
"What are you doing" he asked, still laughing. His laugh was
monotonous, like the cry of the hat man. She could see Lazar as he
appeared to other people, his smirky prohibition face and colander eyes. But it was too late for her I?-0t to love him. She nee4ed
someone. Or he would have to give her back herself.
"I'm not going to lay a finger on you, honey," he went on.
"You're punishing yourself enough. It must be hell to be a jealous woman. And let me tell you," now he was whispering, "I'm
not worth it. That's just a tip. I like you enough to tell you that."
"What?" She could hardly hear him whisper.
"You don't want to believe it, but we're all washed up."
"What?"
"So let's break clean. Quit acting dumb. Maybe I'll stick with
you until this blows over; maybe not. Maybe I can't stand it. But
anyway we're splitting up, you hear? Fifty-fifty and we're quits.
I can't stand a nervous rabbit. If you would have stayed at
Herzog's, sure we'd've sweated, but we could have cleaned !1P
more. Just six months morel"
Pan's arms hung at her side. She was hot, sweating so hard
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that the oil from her wrist watch had run down her fingers. They
looked dark and stained. "I'll call the police," she whispered
back.
Lazar clicked his teeth. IINo, you won't. You don't want to give
me up, not even to them. That's what jealousy is. You're just
working yourself into a frenzy for nothing. Just wait and it'll all
be over and I'll send you over the bOrder maybe and it'll be kissoff. But don't eat your heart. I'm not worth it."

She felt weak and went to him. III don't care if you .have a good
time, Laz. I know you don't want to bepenned up. If you'd only
bring me something, to show you cared."
IIput your arms around me, rabbit."
She did. And felt the large hat box he was holding behind him.
She pursed her lips with pleasure and blew out her breath as
though at some faraway candle.
llLazI" she cried. "For mel"
Pan placed the hat box on the floor and knelt beside it. With
one feverish tug she snapped the store string and pulled off the
cover. Inside was a smaller box. She snapped the store string and
pulled off· the cover. Inside was a smaller box. She snapped the
store string. Inside.was a smaller. She snapped.
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There were tears of anguish in her eyes by the time she reached
the last box. It was the; size of her fist, and inside was a triangle of
glass, so highly polished, that at the same time that she could see
through it, it also reflected her own face.
"Is this a joke?" Pan asked weakly, knowing that it wasn't. At
last she looked up into Lazar's. cheap face. "It's the same as last
time. This is what you always bring me."
He didn't say anything-only stood there in the shadow of his
hat, which was now tipped forward so that she couldn't see what
was going on in his mind, and squashed laughter out through his
colander eyes.
Pan held the glass triangle like a pointed knife.
She awoke with a start and sat on the edge of the bed, frightened. She had been having a nightmare, and it would go on and
on, she knew, unless she did something. The clock was striking
four. She was alone in the room.
Her feet hardly fit into her cloth slippers, and then they almost
refused to support her as she walked slowly across the room. She
had to draw strength from the other objects about her, all the
things that were now so familiar to her after these months, that
they seemed to control her parts, a zodiac of furnishings directing
her organs. The two small spiders that came-out of the ivy every
evening and built a web in the window-way across the path of the
southeast wind and fattened themselves for moming.. The cheap
painting of a Mexican hat dance. The mail-order clock. The
chest of sticky drawers.
At last she reached the telephone, but she didn't lift the receiver. "Give me police headquarters," she said calmly. "Hello.
I know where you can find the man and woman who robbed
Herzog Expressways in Baton Rouge. Yes, he should be i~ any
moment now." Thoughts were winging through her head like
miller moths against a screen. If I practice hard enough, Pan .
thought, I may get up courage. "The Guadalupe bus runs right
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by here. That'scorreet. And there'~ an old peddler. . . . Are
you tracing this call?" But she didn't lift the receiver. Tonight
I will, she thought; tonight I will.
She awoke, s~ll in bed, the sheets covered with sweat. She was
panicky. If I've killed him, she thought, r d better get out of
here. Where is he? Will the hat peddler see me go? What does he
think, under all those hats? ··Hats for the shade."
At last her head cleared. Still it was quite dark in the room.
and she was afraid to look down beside her. Suppose I did, she
wondered; and if I didn't, rll leave anywayI If only he would
give me back myself, since he doesn't want mel
Pan pushed herself away from the bed, with swollen legs. She
wanted to run away, but first she wan~ed to see him ~mce more:
that was all she wanted.
She could go down and call a cab, the way she had last time,
even at this hour. And follow him, just to see. That other time he
seemed to have a car of his own; he had driven downtown, and
she had thought he was going to give himself up and she had almost cried. But then he had parked and gone into a car up ahead
arid there had been a woman's face and Pan had made the taxi
keep circling the block where ,the qirs were parked, for half an
hour, until at last the driver became suspicious and asked, "Say,
are you sure you got money?" and she had wanted to shout at him.
"Yes. ten thousand dollars, but it isn't mine; you might as well
have itl" But she had merely ,nodded and managed later to beat
Lazar back to the room.
No, nol What was she thinking? The door was always locked.
She had never followed him anywhere. How could she? Why. the
door was locked that very moment.
As she touched the knob, it turned and Lazar came in, his
smart face shadowed by a snap-brim. Then she hadn't killed himl
"Still up?" he said. It wasn't a question and he wasn't surprised.
."Still afraid I'm gonna run off? Not yet, rabbit. And if I. do, I'm
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not worth worrying about( The door locked behind him. With
one hand he threw his hat over the pounding clock; -with ,the
other he produced a paper telescope from his coat pocket. AUtomatically he wiped the fingerprints off its metal parts beft\>re
handing it to her. "Here, I brought you something different this
time. Take it."
"Lazl You remembered our anniversary."
"How long we been married, three hundred years? You look
terrible, rabbit. I guess jealousy is its own worst punishment. You
don't get much sleep nights, do you?" He put his hand back on
the telescope. "Don't worry, I don't want it, it's yours. Just let
me show you:' He opened it up, section by section, like little
paper boxes fitted aBe inside the othe~. ClThis is you, rabbit. You
see, the farther you get from something, the more you magnify it.
Always fretting yourself:'
Pan put it to her eye quickly and pulled it out to full length.
"It's not a. . . . There's a glass inside thatreHects. Little odds
and ends. I can see my own eye. Only it's two eyes, and one can't
see, one can't seel" She folded up the telescope bitterly. "Why
did you bring me this? Why this?"
Lazar's lips moved but she couldn't hear what h~ was saying.
"He's calling my name," she told herself. "He's bee}! out all night
and he wants to taunt me. If he wakes me, it'll be the end."
She awoke with a cry....

J

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmq/vol21/iss4/5

8

